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‘Most people know little about life in prison’ (Roberts and Hough, 2005, p.288) and what they do know is often the result of ‘television programming [which] has become increasingly saturated with images of prisons’ (Davis, 2003, p.18).  The prison is a physically hostile environment, designed to contain some of the most violent and disturbed men and women in society (Greg, 2007).  The Prison Officer inhabits this space daily, operating in a difficult, stressful and dangerous workplace, ’just as much in the law and order front line as any other member of the security forces’ (Ramsbotham, 2003, p.38).

The Prison Officer has been stereotyped as ‘an aggressive, stupid, loud-mouthed bully, little better than the prisoners whom he abuses’ (Ramsbotham, 2003, p.231); classified as ‘suspicious dinosaurs’ (Braggins & Talbot, 2003, p.25) for their reluctance to change and preoccupation with security.  

Much of the published work on prisons has focused, almost exclusively, on the offender, with the Prison Officer remaining neglected in the academic literature.  However, recent research has suggested that the Prison Officer can take on a key role in reorienting offenders towards more productive activity during their incarceration, affecting attitudinal change and encouraging them to avail of educational and vocational opportunities available (Irwin, 2008a, b).  Proposals suggest that they could even become mentors to prisoners, supporting their learning in a ‘learning centre that could be used by all in prisons, staff and inmates alike’ (NATFHE 2004, p.11).   Indicators suggest that Prison Officers themselves seek to develop their role in this way, taking on a more rehabilitative and restorative approach to offender management (Braggins & Talbot, 2003).





The Northern Ireland Prison Service (NIPS) faces many challenges supporting a society emerging from a period of prolonged conflict.  Having downsized in response to the release of those prisoners classified as political, the Service now must adapt all its systems, including education, to an anticipated growth in the prison population, the growing diversity and seriousness of day to day crimes and the increasing diversity of the prison population including the detention of those from ethic minority groupings (Irwin 2003).  


From an introspective and necessarily secretive organisation where officers hid their occupation through fear of paramilitary action, the Service now seeks to be ‘to be recognised as a model of good practice in dealing with prisoners and to be valued and respected for our service to the community’ (NIPS, 2008, p.6).

To begin work with the Prison Officer community a number of discussions were initiated with the Prison Service Management to develop an agreed methodological approach.  Focus groups were conducted with a range of individuals working at all levels within the jail, including governor grades, with the overall aim to explore the lived reality of Prison Officers, with a focus on education and rehabilitative approaches.

This pilot project aimed to determine:

1.	What are the challenges and possibilities of working with prisoners in daily prison life and in specific educational programmes?

2.	What are the key issues which impact the capacity of the Northern Ireland Prison Service to deliver and promote good relations in the educational practice and daily working of the service?

3.	What is best practice in the educational pursuits and development of skills for future employment and the process of re-integrating prisoners within civil society?




This article will detail the developmental initiatives which contributed to this innovative work, outlining the changing policy and professional context of the Prison Officer in Northern Ireland.  A discussion of the outcomes of the pilot programme will be detailed, with some of the difficulties in conducting such activities within the Prison environment identified. Finally opportunities and potential for further developmental work will be discussed.
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‘Prison Officers are in many ways the invisible ghosts of penality’ (Liebling, 2000, p. 337)

‘The apparent ‘gap’ between staff and prisoners is often narrow, linked as officers and prisoners often are by common interests, cultural and social values and experiences and by common deprivations’ (Liebling, 2000, p.338).





